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O ’CONNOR RETURNS TO LEARN AND TEACH AT UM
iMISSOULABy Patia Stephens
More than fifty years ago, Carroll O ’Connor began his higher education at The
University of Montana. This summer, the actor who became famous as Archie Bunker returned
to UM to continue his education and to share his decades of experience with others.

O ’Connor recently wrapped two sessions of “Writing the M ovie,” a screenwriting
course he taught to a mix of 12 undergraduate, graduate and postgraduate students.

“I’ve enjoyed it very much,” O ’Connor said. “It’s fun to teach something you know so
well to people who don’t know it at all and watch it go into their heads. It’s a great source of
satisfaction. That’s what teaching is all about.”

He also audited two beginning Spanish language classes, taught by Associate Professor
Maria Bustos-Fernandez and Visiting Instructor Manolita Connor.
“I didn’t do the course justice; however, just being there was very helpful,” he said. “I
learned a lot.”

Like his most infamous character, working-class bigot Archie Bunker, O ’Connor is
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opinionated and even obstinate. But unlike Bunker, his politics lean decidedly to the left. He’s
a liberal curmudgeon with a deeply compassionate streak.
“I’m amazed more people don’t become interested in the Spanish language instead of
turning our silly faces against it because it’s foreign,” he said. “We should be making every
effort to learn it ourselves and to make sure our children learn it.”

Born in New York City in 1924, O ’Connor first came to Montana in 1948 after falling
in love with a girl from the small Hi-Line town of Chinook. The relationship didn’t last, but
the girl’s mother persuaded O ’Connor to enroll at the University in Missoula, where he studied
English and journalism and began to develop an interest in the theater.

The fledgling actor joined the Masquers, a student drama club, and played in several
UM student productions, including “Winterset,” “Our Tow n,” and “Life With Father.” It was
on the set of “Life With Father” that he met the woman who would become his wife, Nancy
Fields, an art and drama major.

In his 1998 autobiography, “I Think I’m Outta H ere,” O ’Connor remembered his early
experiences at UM:

“The University of Montana — then called Montana State University, for no reason
worth remembering — is in Missoula on the Clark Fork River in a valley in the Rockies ... , ”
he wrote. “Missoula was nestled in a beautiful foothill environment, a richly forested campus
in a charming old western town. The Northern Pacific and the Milwaukee Road provided rail
service, passenger and freight, into Missoula ... . ”
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O ’Connor left Montana in 1950 for Dublin, Ireland, the land of his ancestors. There he
finished his undergraduate degree and married Nancy, who joined him after graduating from
UM. After several years of acting in Ireland and substitute teaching in New York City, the
couple returned to Missoula. While working as a graduate teaching assistant at UM, O ’Connor
earned a master’s degree in speech in 1956.
He went on to find fame and fortune on the Broadway stage and in Hollywood movies
and television. The five-time Emmy award winner is best-known for his roles as Bunker in the
hit ’70s sitcom “All in the Family” and as Chief Bill Gillespie in the prime-time drama “In the
Heat of the Night.” He has acted in more than 30 movies, including this year’s comedy
“Return to M e.”
This summer, O ’Connor decided to take a break from filming and return to his old
stomping grounds in Missoula. In “Writing the M ovie,” he led students through the process of
creating a movie script, starting with a “slugline” - a one-sentence story description - and
proceeding through a one- or two-page narrative and an outline.
“You have in those acts the beginning of the story, development of characters and the
plot or plots of the story,” he said.
“The next thing I asked them to do is to write a scenario, which is a script written not
for actors, but for the camera. It tells the camera what, where and whom to shoot.”
At the end of classes, O ’Connor was pleased with his students’ work, saying the
screenplays had potential.

-more-

OConnor.ii--4
“I think most of [the students] could go on to do a movie,” he said. “All the ideas were
good -- capable of being filmed and acted in a fascinating way.”
O ’Connor held class in a corner room of the newly renovated University Center third
floor, which offers picturesque views of Mount Sentinel and Main Hall. He and Nancy own a
small house in Missoula, in addition to homes in southern California and New York City.
In his memoirs, O ’Connor described 1950s Missoula as a place where he and Nancy
felt they belonged. Despite nearly half a century of changes, he still feels at home here.
“It’s still fundamentally the same beautiful campus,” he said. “The University district
here is still very beautiful. The town is still beautiful, aside from the commercial sprawl, but
there’s no avoiding that. W e’re a highly commercial culture, and I suppose we just have to live
with it.”
O ’Connor does, however, believe in taking a stance on some issues. In 1949 he
resigned from his position as associate editor of UM ’s student newspaper, the Montana
Kaimin, over a freedom-of-the-press issue. An editorial cartoon had criticized the state Board
of Examiners for its decision on University budgeting, and campus administration confiscated
the offending issue. The Kaimin editor resigned, and O ’Connor shortly followed.
“Any time authority takes away your freedom to speak, you must protest,” O ’Connor
said recently. “It may not do any good. Our society as a whole does not allow and never has
allowed full freedom of speech.
“The role of the university in this country —whether public or private -- seems to be
the selling of American society to its students, uncritically, as a society in no need of change,”
-more-
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he said. “Universities don’t rock the boat. Universities should be telling kids ‘Rock that boat!’
But if you criticize [society] too much, someone’s gonna call you a Red. That’s what free
speech has come down to .”
The O ’Connors are strong supporters of UM. In 1988, the couple established a
scholarship program for American Indian students (Nancy, a native Montanan, is part
Shawnee) in forestry, journalism, law and pharmacy. In 1999, the couple donated $1 million to
UM’s Center for the Rocky Mountain West, which was renamed in their honor.
O ’Connor, who was awarded an honorary doctorate from UM in 1985, looks at
learning as a lifelong process.
“I’ve never stopped learning,” he said. “Learning is one of the great pleasures that God
gave to man. That’s why we all regret having to leave this earth -- because w e’ll be missing all
the developments that are still to come along.”
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